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The rise of the ‘social’ in entrepreneurial activities in national and international 
contexts: A clarification of terms in the development of a new conceptual framework 
 
Abstract 
In examining the ‘social’ in entrepreneurial activities in national and international contexts 
our focus is on social innovation and business enterprise.  Attention is given to what we 
understand by ‘social’ in entrepreneurial behaviours, innovation and change and the 
importance of social capital and social networks to understanding the dynamics that drive 
social innovation within the enterprise.  Our social focus takes us on a conceptual journey in 
examining the meaning and import of social innovation, social capital, social networks and 
social enterprise.  The rise in the import and media attention to social business within the 
international arena and the growing call for a social-orientation among business practitioners 
from small to medium enterprises to larger multi-national enterprises has promoted dialogue 
and debate about social processes that have also brought in its wake a certain amount of 
confusion and obfuscation. We set out to clarify this growing range of socially-oriented terms 
and identify the relationships between these concepts with the aim of extending knowledge in 
this emergent field.  A key objective is to build a robust conceptual framework that informs 
our understanding of these complex relationships and provides a platform for further debate 
and research. 
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Introduction 
Despite the symbiotic and inextricable link between the social entrepreneurial process and 
social innovation, there has been relatively little written on the links between Social 
Innovation (SI), Social Capital (SC) and Social Networks (SN) within business enterprise in 
national and international contexts.  The main theoretical and empirical focus has been on 
entrepreneurship within commercially competitive Small and Medium sized Enterprises 
(SMEs) and processes on leadership and intrapreneurship within larger Multi-National 
Corporations (MNCs).  The financing and building of new business ventures to achieve 
commercial sustainability has understandably been at the forefront of research given the 
volatility of markets, the vulnerable life expectancy of leading MNCs as well-known 
companies are displaced through financial mismanagement and disruptive innovations, and 
the high failure rates and propensity for SMEs to contract rather than to grow over time (see, 
Storey, 2011).  However, following the global financial crisis with the contraction of monies, 
growing ethical scrutiny, decline in public funding and pecuniary constraints, there has been 
a growing interest in the creation and development of sustainable socially responsible 
businesses that are driven by a sense of social purpose with the objectives of tackling and 
solving unmet social needs.  Generally referred to as a social enterprise or social business, 
these emerging forms of organization have been defined by Thompson and Doherty (2006: 
361) as: ‘organisations seeking business solutions to social problems’.   
But with the growing call for a more social orientation to international business 
activities a degree of conceptual confusion has arisen, as Chell (2007) has pointed out, there 
is a considerable ambiguity around terms and concepts, which has been further compounded 
by attempts to provide all encompassing conceptions of an entrepreneurial process that 
captures both the economic and social value of enterprise.  In focussing on the social, we are 
interested in clarifying the array of terms and concepts that have emerged around notions of 
  
‘social’ entrepreneurship, enterprise, capital, networks and innovation.  What do these terms 
mean and how do they relate to each other?  In discussing the links and connections that 
bridge social networks, foster social capital and encourage innovation processes, we set out to 
construct a new conceptual framework that foregrounds the processual dynamics of these 
interlocking relationships.  In exploring these associations and the way that social networks 
are utilised to develop social capital we also turn our gaze to the sensemaking and 
sensegiving that occurs among stakeholders that variously enable and/or constrain innovative 
activities that tackle social goals/challenges.  In assembling these concepts and their 
connecting relations, our conceptual framework aims to provide greater conceptual clarity 
and understanding of these complex on-going relationships.  Once formulated, some of the 
implications of our framework for future research are examined and discussed.  We contend 
that in-depth longitudinal national and international case studies are required to capture new 
empirical data on social entrepreneurial processes that includes the way in which social 
innovation intentions are influenced by social networks and the social capital dynamics of 
participating stakeholders.  
 
Social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs 
Although there is a growing interest in social entrepreneurship and the role of social 
entrepreneurs in developing sustainable solutions to modern problems, the social innovation 
process in business enterprises remains under-theorised.  Conflicting definitions, ambiguous 
terms and confusion over what constitutes social-plus, has stimulated considerable interest 
and debate (see, Borzaga and Defourny, 2001).  It is therefore important that at the outset we 
clarify terms.  In so doing, we advocate a distinction between social entrepreneurs, social 
entrepreneurship and social enterprise.  The first two of our terms overlap as social 
  
entrepreneurship often involves individuals engaging in forms of social innovation to 
improve the work and non-work experience of people in society.  We use the term social 
entrepreneurs to refer to: Entrepreneurs who tackle socio-economic problems through 
identifying resources and innovative solutions for the purpose of securing social good.  
Passion, creativity and an entrepreneurial frame of mind are often associated with these 
people who may start with little or no resources yet are able to bring about significant and 
enduring change to the social landscape (Praszkier and Nowak, 2012).  Individuals who 
utilise entrepreneurial principles and business acumen in securing benefits for disadvantaged 
communities and are able to address longstanding social issues and concerns are often 
labelled as social entrepreneurs.  A contemporary exemplar is Muhammad Yunus who 
established the Grameen Bank (Yunus, 2007) and recognised that traditional financing 
resolutions failed to address the cycle of poverty which appeared to present an intractable 
socio-economic problem in developing economies (Dawson and Daniel, 2010: 17).   
In comparison, social entrepreneurship is a far broader term and is taken to refer to: 
Forms of innovative socially-oriented behaviours that are directed towards tackling 
identifiable social problems and creating social value.  These types of behaviour can arise 
from group activities as well as from individual entrepreneurs who seek to lead and manage a 
social change.  Social entrepreneurship can thereby arise from group and network activities 
where energy and attention is given to solving social problems, to the use and provision of 
new services through technology, and in bringing people together through, for example, 
social media/networking sites.  For example, the domestic fish marketing system in India is 
highly inefficient and the disparities in pricing can significantly impact on the fortunes of 
local fishermen but through the development of a mobile phone service local fishermen are 
now able to get up-to-date information on variations in the market price of fish (Jensen, 
2007). There remains considerable debate and discussion around definitions of social 
  
entrepreneurship and whether social entrepreneurs can be readily differentiated from other 
socially-oriented agents (that may include environmentalists and philanthropists) who may 
often be defined as social entrepreneurs in retrospect (for example, Robert Owen, Elizabeth 
Fry and Florence Nightingale).   
For our purposes, we use the term social entrepreneur to refer to those individuals 
who are actively engaged in projects that aim to secure some form of social benefit or resolve 
existing social problems; whereas social entrepreneurship to is used to capture the associated 
behaviours (modes of acting and thinking) that support socially-oriented activities among 
individuals and groups who may or may not be defined as social entrepreneurs.  Whilst social 
entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurship overlap, in that strategic motivation is not primarily 
directed towards business ventures that offer the possibility of financial profit and 
commercial gain, they also differ, in that one refers to an individual who occupies the ‘role’ 
of a social entrepreneur whilst the other refers to a broader set of orientations and behaviours 
associated with social entrepreneurial activities that can emanate from and relate to group and 
community activities and not just the actions of particular individuals. 
In the case of social enterprise, Birch and Whittam (2008) suggest that this form of 
organization is distinct from voluntary organizations, is outside of but may have linkages 
with the public sector (see, Bussell and Forbes, 2006), and is located within the ‘social 
economy’ which lies within the ‘third sector’ (a term used to describe organizations that are 
not part of the public or private sectors, that are driven by social values, and are independent 
of government - sometimes referred to as ‘not-for-profit organizations’ – they include 
community groups, mutual associations and registered charities).  On this count, Leadbeater 
(2007) makes a distinction between Social Enterprises (SEs) that are heavily biased towards 
environmentally sound activities, and what he calls ‘mainstream and socially responsible 
business’. He argues that activities across these sectors often overlap in practice, but that SEs 
  
are generally more personalised, engaging, and community and people-focused, in for 
example, creating jobs for those in marginalised labour markets, pioneering environmentally 
sustainable approaches, or promoting practices that are highly ethical (Leadbeater, 2007: 5). 
In examining the literature, it is clear that the notion of social enterprise is 
increasingly used as an umbrella term to refer to organizations that trade and innovate for 
social purposes (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011).  Forms of social enterprise ad social business 
may arise from processes of social entrepreneurship and from the activities of social 
entrepreneurs, but equally they may not.  For our purposes, we utilise a narrower composite 
definition of the social enterprise and business as: Businesses that provide social value but 
are distinct from charity-based voluntary organizations and public services (see, Birch and 
Whittam, 2008; Leadbeater, 2007), and are primarily driven by social objectives rather than 
with the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners (see, DTI, 2002). 
 
The need for social innovation in the entrepreneurial process  
Although the defining characteristics, activities, and future research directions of social 
business enterprise and social entrepreneurship have been reviewed by a number of people 
(Borzaga and Santuari, 2001; Haugh, 2005; Kanter, 1999; Mort et al, 2003; Robinson et al, 
1998; Shaw and Carter, 2007), social innovation has been under-researched and represents a 
significant gap in the literature. Writers in the field of innovation generally focus on science-
led innovations and the question of how to translate innovations in science and technology 
into commercial applications (Tidd & Bessant, 2009; Tushman & Anderson, 2004). Tidd and 
Bessant, for example, define innovation as ‘a process of turning opportunity into new ideas 
and putting these into widely used practice’ (2009: 16).  Innovation is generally defined as 
the translation of ideas into commercial products and services, and it has long been 
  
considered central to the entrepreneurial process (Drucker, 1985; Kanter, 1984; Schumpeter, 
1939).  Consequently, there has always been a strong link between innovation and 
entrepreneurship, as new markets and opportunities are identified and exploited in the pursuit 
of profits and the drive for growth (Tidd and Bessant, 2009; Utterback, 2004).  
Whilst market-based economic forces are generally seen to promote the need for new 
products and services to meet changing customer demands, in recent years, social 
impediments and cultural barriers have been identified as major, and often overlooked, 
constraining influences upon the achievement of successful change (Furglsang & Sundbo, 
2002). As such, the ‘push-oriented’, technology-market tradition for explaining innovation 
only provides partial understanding, as it downplays social processes and ignores the need for 
a more contextual understanding of internal organizational processes.  Through a content 
analysis on extant definitions of innovation, Baregheh et al (2009) provide us with a wider 
definition.  They view innovation as a ‘multi-stage process whereby organizations transform 
ideas into new/improved products, service or processes, in order to advance, compete and 
differentiate themselves successfully in (the) marketplace’ (Baregheh et al, 2009: 1334).  But 
even with this broader definition there is still a strong implied link between innovation and 
commercial competitive success.   
The gap between the richest and poorest people remains wide in many countries. 
Central government resources for dealing with social and community problems have to be 
rationed; demand exceeds supply, even though some would argue that the responsibility lies 
as much with the communities themselves as it does with the State. We have ill-defined, 
complex social ‘problems’ and inadequate solutions as we continue to search for answers, 
which past initiatives have only partially provided. A case can be made that we need to 
review how communities, community activists and interested observers view the problems 
and come up with fresh and innovative options to examine, debate and trial.  
  
 
Social innovation, social networks and social capital 
The focus of innovation studies has been upon technical and commercial applications, with 
the social benefits of innovation being treated, at best, as a secondary off-shoot to the main 
economic drivers of profits, competitive survival and growth.  In refocusing this 
commercially-oriented innovation lens, Dawson and Daniel (2010: 16) propose that:  
Social innovation refers to the process of collective idea generation, selection and 
implementation by people who participate collaboratively to meet social challenges.  
These ideas are owned by people who work together in pursuing social goals that may – 
but need not – service other organisational, technical, commercial or scientific goals.  
We use the term social innovation to refer to: The collaborative generation and translation of 
new ideas into innovations that enhance the well-being of people in society through, for 
example, improving the welfare of rural or urban communities (see also, Ellis, 2010; Saul, 
2011).  This definition highlights the importance of information sharing and knowledge 
generation through interactions between connected associations of people, that is, social 
networks.  These social networks arise as a result of the behaviour of actors, and in the 
process of their creation produce other networks which have consequences for people within 
those networks.  As Kadushin (2012: 11) explains: 
Social networks evolve from individuals interacting with one another but produce 
extended structures that they had not imagined and in fact cannot see.  Individual 
interaction takes place within the context of social statuses, positions, and social 
institutions, and so social networks are constrained by these factors.  The social 
statuses, positions, and social institutions, however, can themselves be regarded as 
  
connected networks.  These networks are constantly emerging and as a result affect and 
change the very institutions and organizations from which they emerged. 
In connecting through networks, people create a resource that is now often referred to as 
‘social capital’ (Field, 2008).  A common view is that social capital theory is related to 
network theory and that through extending networks, and the associated information and 
knowledge that is acquired and transferred, access to social capital expands .  As Field (2008: 
3) comments, membership of networks is ‘at the heart of the concept of social capital’, which 
can be a source of power, but also brings with it a set of obligations.  Social capital has been 
variously defined, with many conceptualizations alluding to the benefits to be derived from 
the development of social relations (see Portes, 1998).  Baker (1990: 619), for example, 
defines social capital as: ‘A resource that actors derive from specific social structures and 
then use to pursue their interests; it is created by changes in the relationship among actors’ .   
The importance of exchange is highlighted by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) who, 
drawing on the work of Bourdieu (1983), argue that the relationships central to social capital 
are developed through exchange as part of a dialectical process.  As they state: ‘What we 
observe is a complex and dialectical process in which social capital is created and sustained 
through exchange and in which, in turn, social capital facilitates exchange’ (1998: 250).  As 
such, it describes connections within and between social networks and is both the ‘resources 
that personal contacts hold’, and the ‘structure of contacts within a personal network’ (Burt, 
1992). It plays a key role in innovation, for example in ‘open innovation’ and in 
entrepreneurship (Anderson and Jack, 2002; Cope et al, 2007), but, once again, we contend 
that this relationship has been inadequately explored with respect to business enterprise, 
especially in as far as economic (financial), cultural (education and knowledge), and social 
(capital) are different forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1983). There is also bridging and bonding 
capital between kinship and non-kinship groups (or diverse communities) respectively 
  
(Putnam, 2000), facilitating collaboration through trust relations (Granovetter, 1985; 
Fukuyama, 1995) that would be overly expensive for isolated individuals (Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal, 1998).  Social capital is thus an input, whilst economic and cultural capital is more 
typically seen as outputs or outcomes. Where there is societal and community benefit and in 
cases where interested actors do things (utilising their networks and social capital), we need 
to think of the outcome as a form of social ‘wealth’. It is important to recognise, however, 
that whilst networks and networking have the potential  to stimulate the generation and 
development of innovations within enterprises, the effective deployment of social capital 
requires individual(s) to be ‘socially enterprising’ in acting as champion(s) of change,  
making effective use of collectively generated knowledge and insights. 
Members of various formal and informal networks are often presented with 
opportunities to share their collective knowledge, experience and ‘wisdom’ in a variety of 
formal and informal interactions and experiences. Some of these may take the form of readily 
accessible coherent messages, whilst others may be partial, unstructured or appear to be 
contradictory.  The operation of networks – the generation of social capital from exchanges, 
the stimulation of new ideas and perspectives, the reframing of problems and so forth – all 
serve to determine the ultimate value of the networks.  Two key questions arise: first, can the 
members, individually and collectively, progress from ‘knowledge’ to ‘knowing’? In other 
words, what sense do they make of all the knowledge and information to which they are 
exposed and do they appreciate how it might be used? Second, is either an individual or a 
group from within the network or is the network itself committed to using the new insight to 
innovate?  It is important to stress that, even if, and this should not be assumed, all members 
are exposed to the same opportunities and have the same access to the (shared) information 
and knowledge, they are likely to have different perspectives and viewpoints. They could 
reach different conclusions about both meaning and significance. Their shared insights can be 
  
of benefit to each other, but for the social innovation to progress it is crucial that some 
individual or group actively choose to kick-start the process.  
Whilst people’s determination and motivation to securing the best possible outcomes 
can be a critical spur to social innovation, personal motives can also inhibit the innovation 
process, especially where the person in a key position to act is minded not to do so, for 
example because the innovation is seen to conflict with his/her existing priorities and 
aspirations. In other words, social capital might have been generated within the network, with 
many members contributing insights and thoughts, in which perspectives are developed, but 
this knowledge can easily dissipate if a social entrepreneur who is in a key position in the 
network chooses not to act or seeks to pursue a different path. 
 
Making sense of effective enterprise: The interplay of action and interpretation 
There is plenty of evidence in the literature to support the view that social networks and 
social capital are central to effective enterprise (see for example, Chell, 2007; Evers, 2001; 
Field, 2008; Kadushin, 2012; Kay, 2006; Peredo and Chrisman, 2006; Putnam, 2000; 
Smallbone et al, 2001; Spear and Hulgård, 2006); that social innovation is a driver, 
particularly for social enterprises (Ellis, 2010; Leadbeater, 2007; Yunus, 2007); and that 
those involved in innovative enterprises are typically consummate networkers (Thompson 
and Doherty, 2006).  However, the ways in which social innovation, social networks and 
social capital interact over time remains conceptually under-developed, and in order to 
address this matter we have developed a framework for studying the dynamics of social 
innovation within business enterprise. The framework seeks to capture how the power of 
networks and networking might be harnessed for innovation in all forms of enterprise (but 
especially SMEs within the international business arena) through making effective use of 
  
generated social capital.  Before describing the framework in detail, it is necessary to say 
more about the concept of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), which was alluded to earlier, as we 
have found it useful in helping us to understand the ways in which these complex on-going 
sets of relations and collective processes are influenced and shaped by key stakeholders over 
time.  
For Weick et al (2005: 409): ‘Sensemaking involves turning circumstances into a 
situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that serves as a springboard into 
action’. It acts as an important determinant of human behaviour through providing meaning 
to situations, which shape action.  Sensemaking occurs where a range of interconnected 
circumstances are made sense of through categories and words.  Texts and interactions are 
interpreted through language, talk and communication guiding behaviour and steering action; 
sensemaking is about ‘the interplay of action and interpretation’ (Weick, et al, 2005: 409).  
An important distinction is made between interpretation and action, and evaluation and 
choice.  The focus is not on the decisions of individuals, but on the way that meanings 
materialise (in which short, seemingly insignificant moments can have very significant 
consequences), giving sense to and informing action.  For people in dynamic business 
enterprise, organized sensemaking occurs when a problem or issue is confronted and they 
seek to make sense of questions such as: ‘What is going on here? What does this mean? What 
should we do?’ There is a vast range of sense impressions, and organized sensemaking is 
about putting some order on a constantly changing world of experience. Sensemaking is 
thereby used to give meaning to events, to organize these meanings through communication 
with others, and through processes of individual and collective sensemaking, to inform 
action.  These actions appear appropriate and plausible (sensemaking is driven by plausibility 
and not by the search for accuracy or truth) within the wider socio-cultural and international 
context from which they emerge.  For example, collective commitment to socially useful 
  
innovations, sharing similar ethical values and being able to align with broader common 
objectives, all serve to shape collective sensemaking and yet, there are still likely to be 
ambiguities and discrepancies in interpretation. As such, in using social networks to build 
social capital, sensemaking is central in drafting and redrafting plausible collective stories 
that make knowledge actionable (Bettis and Prahalad, 1995).   
In drawing on the work of Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) and Humphreys et al. (2012), 
we are interested in not only how collective sensemaking occurs within formal and informal 
networks, but also how individuals and groups who promote social innovations give sense to 
their proposed initiatives. The work of Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) and Gioia, Corley and 
Fabbri (2002) illustrates how making sense of a plausible future can influence current action 
and how, in giving sense to events, individuals and groups do not simply provide neutral 
descriptions as their stories often carry assessments, critique and evaluations (Gioia and 
Chittipeddi, 1991). Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991: 442) define sensegiving as a ‘process of 
attempting to influence sense-making and meaning construction of others towards a preferred 
redefinition of organisational reality’. Cornelissen et al (2010) also demonstrate in their study 
of entrepreneurial sensegiving how this process was crucial in influencing success in gaining 
and sustaining support for new business ventures.   
In formulating a model that bring the above elements together, we are interested in the 
interplay between individual and collective sensemaking and sensegiving, how the latter may 
be used to further shape the sensemaking of others, and whether, and if so, how this process 
motivates goal-directed activities that put social innovation into practice within enterprises. A 
conceptual framework that accommodates these iterative dynamics is summarised in Figure 
1.  Our model consists of four fundamental elements: (i) Social Capital, which includes the 
building and sharing of knowledge through social networks; (ii) Sensemaking, for example, in 
the way meanings materialise around the plausibility of an innovation that motivates 
  
collective goal-directed action; (iii) Innovation, the translation of new understanding/knowing 
to tackle a problem or to identify possible actions in response to an opportunity; and (iv) 
Ongoing relational dynamics, the continual interweaving of the core concepts in, for 
example, further goal-directed activities that support integration and sustainability.  In this 
framework, the processes through which individuals and groups make sense of problems and 
give sense to innovations is part of the ongoing dynamics of business enterprise. 
Figure 1 is deliberately shown as non-linear but notionally there is the theme of top-
down progression, albeit with considerable iteration. When someone (a change agent) 
engages a problem and sets out to do something, then their actions will be based on their 
present understanding. This is likely to have been developed through social interactions, 
networking and discussion. Not everyone will necessarily be in full agreement; what matters 
is the perspective of the person opting to actually do something. Ideally other interested 
parties will support both their view and their initiative. Once someone accepts and engages 
with the challenge a new initiative can be started in which they may continually review their 
progress there is no requirement that they continue without reviewing progress (using their 
network to discuss events and potential changes). When there is iteration of this nature the 
process is often described as ‘effectual’ (Sarasvathy, 2001) or emergent. 
Large and small business enterprises that are able to build and develop social capital 
are thus able to draw on social networks in which shared understanding and knowledge can 
facilitate further processes of collective sensemaking through the support of common goals 
and shared agendas.  However, even with shared goals, there may be competing 
interpretations of the nature of the problem or the means of tackling the issue at hand.  As 
such, the need for collective understanding through processes of sensegiving and 
sensemaking is essential to the acceptance, adoption and support of sustainable innovation 
projects.  We contend that successful social innovation requires iterative negotiations to re-
  
evaluate options and possible actions in the continuous interrogation of shared knowledge 
that develops understanding.  To illustrate, the innovation may be directed towards a 
longstanding social issue or concern which has proved difficult to resolve, or reflect 
opportunities that arise, and/or a collective sense of options and possibilities for translating 
ideas into practical sustainable solutions. What is critical is that someone, change 
agent/agents are willing to take on the challenge and initiate action. Without this there might 
be considerable interest in the problem, and there might have been extensive discussion 
amongst interested parties, but there will not be any action. The extent of the innovation 
involved will in part depend upon the discussions, perspectives and agreement (a first-level 
outcome from the social capital generated) and the change agent/agents involved. Outcomes 
will thus be, at least in part, affected by the persistence, determination and entrepreneurial 
characteristics of the change agents involved.  
In situations where the resolution to the innovation challenge is complex, obscure 
and/or ambiguous, new strategies, concepts or tools may be required to aid clarification, 
negotiation, and prioritisation.  In such situations the innovation process may appear to be 
complex, contingent on context, culture and politics, and further confounded by functional 
and relational interests. It may comprise combinations of spontaneous, radical, fragmented or 
emergent change, but ultimately it will be unique.  In order to sustain the innovation over 
time, acceptance and ongoing support is required, and further processes of sensegiving and 
sensemaking in response to the innovation, changing circumstances, prospective aims and 
unexpected events may in turn influence the formative/emergent innovation configuration in 
steering the direction of various refinements, modifications and adjustments.   
 
 
  
Discussion and conclusion 
Our conceptual framework provides a platform for informing and anchoring empirical 
research; it can be used to critically examine the emergence and generation of social 
innovations and their application within business enterprise.  As an iterative, non-linear 
process, longitudinal, in-depth research is required to investigate and evaluate the extent to 
which the intrinsic interactions of social relationships, innovation intentions and 
technological developments are influenced by the social capital dynamics of the participating 
stakeholders and the national and international contexts in which they are located.  We 
contend that it is not enough to generate a new idea; there is also a need to gain collective 
acceptance and support to facilitate the integration of the idea into the social corpus of 
knowledge that may lead to some form of innovation.  These innovation processes sanction 
and provide integration through shared sense-making. This is an area in need of further 
research and can be supported by our relational model that draws attention to the ways in 
which knowledge and information is transferred across social networks in enabling or 
constraining the innovation process and its sustainability. 
We contend that it is both timely and apposite to undertake processual research in this 
area, particularly given the global importance of SMEs to national and international market 
growth.  We suggest that in order to more fully understand these developments and 
innovatory practices in the establishment and running of enterprises, longitudinal case studies 
should be conducted that can capture these processes as they occur in flight.  It is not enough 
to generate a new idea; there is also a need to gain collective acceptance and support to 
facilitate the integration of the idea into the social corpus of knowledge that may lead to 
adoption.  Processes of innovation and integration through shared sense-making is an area 
which  needs  further study, and we hope that our conceptual framework goes some way to 
  
revealing the ways in which knowledge and information are transferred across social 
networks in enabling and/or constraining the innovation process and its sustainability. 
Collective understanding through processes of sensemaking and sensegiving is 
fundamental to the successful management of commercial projects.  Social innovations in 
social enterprises are no different in this regard; however they do represent a different domain 
in which social objectives rather than (principally) commercial objectives drive change and 
innovation.  The notion of a social return on investment highlights how innovation activity 
(which, for example, may seek to take up an opportunity to tackle a social problem) may 
require different strategies and funding initiatives and a consideration of appropriate 
governance structures.  Any monies saved through social business activities that reduce 
societal welfare demands could be channelled back into activities that support sustainability.  
Such an approach would go some way in moving towards the creation of realisable social 
business enterprise to meet the unique needs for entrepreneurial activities in different national 
domains that link into the wider international business community.   
Although there is a growing interest in and opportunities for entrepreneurs and social 
capital in developing sustainable solutions to contemporary problems, the social innovation 
process in enterprises remains under-theorised.  In attempting to clarify the complex set of 
relations involved, we have drawn on the concepts of social innovation, social networks, 
social capital and sensemaking to develop a dynamic framework that seeks to capture the 
nature of these iterative processes.  Each concept has been defined and discussed and we have 
located them in a contextualized, process-based model of social innovation and business 
enterprise.  Making sense of circumstances and giving sense to others is an integral part of 
this process, in which there is a need not only to gain agreement and understanding on the 
nature of the problem or opportunity that needs to be tackled, but also collaborative 
agreement on the most plausible and appropriate actions that need to be taken to address the 
  
problem or opportunity.  We hope that our exploration and theorization of the relationships 
and articulation between social innovation, business enterprise, social networks, social capital 
and sense-making, and the framework we have developed and presented, will encourage and 
facilitate debates and future fieldwork studies, thereby adding to our knowledge and 
understanding of innovation in and for sustainable national and international business 
enterprise, and thereby perhaps make some contribution to the tackling of enduring social 
problems and lead to an improvement in  the well-being of people in society. 
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Figure 1: Social Innovation and Business Enterprise: A Conceptual Framework 
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